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伦理 VS. 审美：基于功能主义和后现代主义视角的设计批评 (1)
The Battle between Ethics and Aesthetics: 
Design Criticism from a Functionalist and Postmodernist Perspective (1)
（荷） J.W. 德鲁克 翻译 : 滕晓铂  J.W. Drukker, Translator: Teng Xiaobo
Apo log ies  by  the  au tho r  to  the 
Conference attendants.
This paper is especially written for the 
Conference on Design Criticism, Lanzhou 
University, June 16 – 20, 2011. The views 
expressed in it, whatever they are worth, 
have never been published before, based 
as they are on the lecture notes for my 
course in design history at the University 
of Twente. So far for the good news. The 
bad news is that I had to prepare this 
paper on such short notice, that literature 
references in this version have been 
limited to a minimalist degree. The author 
wants to apologize for that. A revised and 
more elaborately documented version will 
be submitted in due time to Zhuangshi. 
In one respect, however, this article is 
unique. According to my best knowledge, 
it is the first scholarly article in the world 
that has illustrations in its footnotes (See: 
Footnotes 6, 11 & 17 here after). Finally, 
the illustrations in the main text do not 
refer to particular parts, but are intended 
to demonstrate in a general sense the 
radically different results one gets, following 
a functionalist versus a postmodernist 
design paradigm. JWD.
Summary
 This paper analyzes the differences in 
what constitutes ‘good’ and ‘bad’ design 
from a functionalist and postmodernist 
perspective. First I try to demonstrate 
that functionalism, the dominant design 
paradigm for the greater part of the 20th 
century, is deeply rooted in the worldview 
of humanist modernism, presented here 
as a pseudo-religion. It appears that 
functionalist criteria for ‘good’ design 
follow directly from these roots, and are 
therefore essentially of an ethical nature. 
The implication of this is that functionalism 
is considered by its adherents, not as a 
‘temporarily fashionable’ style, but as a 
universally valid system: The criteria for a 
‘good’ product in the functionalist sense 
are thought to be independent of time and 
place. This claim of universal validity was 
successfully challenged by postmodernism 
since the last quarter of the 20th century. 
Postmodernists deny that functionalism 
holds a universal message for all mankind. 
In their view functionalism is a culture 
(like many others) that came up in the 
Western world together with the start 
of the Enlightenment, had her climax 
somewhere halfway the 20th century and 
since then (like all other cultures, after 
some time) showed signs of decadence 
and decay. Although this undermining 
of the functionalist ‘claim of universal 
validity’ has to be taken seriously, based 
as it is on sound arguments, it should 
not be overseen that the basis of the 
postmodernist critique stems from  a 
fundamental change in what is considered 
to be the essential feature of a product. 
In functionalism – no great wonder! – 
this essential feature is supposed to be 
its function. In postmodernism it is its 
‘meaning’, where ‘meanings’ are supposed 
to be culturally determined. In other words, 
postmodernism starts from the hypothesis 
that the appreciation of a product is 
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culturally determined. So, postmodernism 
holds essentially an aesthetical viewpoint 
instead of an ethical one in its judgment 
on what is ‘good’ and ‘bad’ design. 
The implication of this is, I argue, that, 
although postmodernist critique thus 
effect ive ly undermines the c la im of 
universal validity of the functionalist design 
paradigm, there is a price to be paid for 
this. The postmodernist fundamental that 
‘meanings’ are culturally determined – 
implying that one and the same product 
will radiate different meanings in different 
cultures – implies that postmodernism can 
aptly be seen as ‘the general theory of 
relativity on the interpretation of the world’. 
For that reason, it can be concluded that 
postmodernism effectively challenges 
the functionalist paradigm, however, 
without providing us another solid, and 
clear cut set of rules on how to discern 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ design. As far 
as we have been blind for the relativity 
of the functionalist design paradigm, 
postmodernism, replacing the functionalist 
‘Form Follows Function’ by ‘Anything 
Goes’, may have opened our eyes, but in 
the end, it leaves industrial designers also 
pretty empty handed…
1 Humanist Modernism as a Pseudo-
Religion
Seen from a comparative, meta-religious 
viewpoint, all religions are pretty much 
identical. 1 For example, they all provide 
an answer to the same four questions: 
How did creation come about? Why are 
we here on earth? How should we behave 
according to the Creator’s intent in this 
sublunary world? And what happens to us 
when it’s all over?
I admit, this seems a pretty weird start for 
a paper on design criticism, but, believe it 
or not, if you stay with me we shall soon 
be re-immersed in the question what 
criteria constitute ‘good’ and ‘bad’ product 
design.
It’s not just the questions that religion 
answers that are all the same; the way 
the answers are structured are  strikingly 
similar, too. All religions postulate one 
single source of true knowledge, in the 
form of an omniscient authority: God, the 
world’s creator, the only one who knows 
the answer to the four questions. All 
religions also postulate that God has made 
His knowledge available, somehow, to the 
human race, most often in the form of a 
number of holy texts. Finally, all religions 
have some sort of priesthood, religious 
specialists whose tasks include interpreting 
the holy books, translating them into rules 
governing the behavior of the faithful. 2
Standard encyclopaedia knowledge 
counts five world religions. But if one 
looks at the fundamental  quest ions 
that every religion answers, one could 
reasonably hold that there is a sixth, that 
is systematically ignored. This cannot be 
ascribed to its size – it probably has more 
adherents than Christianity and Islam put 
together. It is caused by the fact that it is 
simply a rara avis in this context, based on 























































2-3. 书架 : 功能主义 VS. 后现代主义
1 (Eastman 1999).
2 Of course rel igions 
differ in the way these 
character ist ics work 
out in pract ice . The 
p r i e s t h o o d i s  v e r y 
prominent in Islam and 
Roman Catholicism, for 
example, whereas it has 
been brought back to a 
rudimentary presence 
i n  t h e  p r o t e s t a n t 
denominations, since 
the focus there is on 
people’s own bibl ical 
e x e g e s i s .  I n  s o m e 
religions (Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam) the holy 
tex ts fo rm a c lose ly 
defined corpus, whereas 
in others (Buddhism, 
H i n d u i s m ) t h e y a re 
m o r e f r a g m e n t a r y. 
W h a t  i s  s t r i k i n g 
nevertheless is that all 
these characterist ics 
are present, one way or 
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a religion that has moved ‘God’ out of the 
centre, replacing Him  by ‘Man’, so in that 
regard one could better term it a pseudo-
religion. What I am referring to is the world 
view that has come to play an increasingly 
dominant role in Western culture, at least 
since the Enlightenment. It is known 
under the epithet humanist modernism 
modernism for short. 3 
Modernism takes science as the only 
source of true knowledge, so God the 
Creator and All-Knowing Authority has 
been sent off stage with a bang. This 
‘bang’ should be taken literally: modernism 
replaces the first verses of Genesis with 
the Big Bang, whereafter knowledge can 
only be acquired by doing physics research 
to see what happened next. The way 
this knowledge is revealed to humanity is 
essentially different from the way the other, 
‘real’ religions conceive it. All religions 
assign to knowledge an immutable, 
eternally valid, revelatory character, while 
modernism has it that knowledge unfolds 
gradually over time. This is the core of the 
‘progress hypothesis’, according to which 
Einstein’s Weltanschauung not only differs 
from Newton’s, it is actually superior, in 
the sense that Einstein presents a better 
explanation of the way the world works 
than his predecessors. The same holds for 
the modern physicist, of course, vis à vis 
Einstein. 4 
Modernism has gained enormously in 
popularity in our culture, at the cost of 
the traditional rel igions. Its immense 
popularity often causes us to lose sight 
of the fact that, in existential terms, this 
Weltanschauung loses out to any of the 
‘real’ religions, no matter how persuasive 
its empirical underpinnings. The central 
point here is that, in contrast to what 
the adjective might suggest, humanistic 
modernism is utterly pitiless, in the most 
literal sense of the word. After all, if the 
world about us, ourselves included, is 
the result of the blind laws of nature, 
then inevitably there is nothing,   outside 
ourselves  in the entire universe that 
concerns itself with us, not for a single 
second. In fact, modernism only answers 
one of the four fundamental questions 
that the others all answer, the first one: 
‘How did creation come about?’ The only 
thing it can say about the other three is 
either that they are senseless (How can 
you behave according to God’s intentions 
when there is no God?), or else that they 
are not empirically testable and therefore 
belong in the realm of metaphysical 
speculation, that is, outside the realm 
of genuine knowledge. As soon as God 
passes through the vanishing point one 
inevitably also loses hope for a place in 
heaven after one’s present life. Obviously, 
in this form, humanistic modernism offers 
little in the way of guidance for human 
actions. Moreover, it is a total failure at 
offering comfort when one is confronted 
with an existential fear of death, which is 
one of the fundamental functions of a ‘real’ 
religion. What use is a conviction that tells 
me I am the absolutely random result of a 






















































4-5. 长 椅： 功 能 主 义
VS. 后现代主义
6-7. 酒 杯： 功 能 主 义
VS. 后现代主义
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of causal relations, all of them driven 
blindly by the laws of physics, all of them 
spread out over billions of years. And then 
it just closes with, ‘O yeah, about that 
fear of death? Sure, nasty feeling. People 
have that. You know, you shouldn’t trouble 
yourself about it too much. That would be 
best. Good luck, pal.’
Modernism’s adherents, of course, have 
also encountered this striking lacuna in 
their world-view, and they have searched 
feverishly for ways to darn the most 
obvious existential holes in the modernist 
sock, and they have done so in the 
following way.
The fundamental supplement was sought 
in technology. The reasoning is that 
technology forms the entirety of science-
based methods and techniques that can 
serve to alleviate human wants or serve 
their needs – which comes to the same 
thing in this context. Since technology is 
based on scientific insights and because 
science ineluctably leads us to ever-higher 
levels over time, technology, too, develops 
onwards and ever upwards. And there 
we have it: Abracadabra! It’s the good 
old progress hypothesis once gain. The 
possibilities offered by technology are ever 
better able to satisfy human needs over 
the course of time. Scientific progress, 
which underlies technological progress, 
thus means that our children will live better 
lives than we do, and that their children in 
turn will do even better. The implication is 
that heaven, which initially seemed to have 
accompanied God down the modernist 
drain, has now re-entered through the 
back door. Now, though, it looks very 
different from the way other religions depict 
it. Not after this earthly life, but during it. 
Not now, but in the future. In the eyes of 
someone who is firmly convinced of his 
post-rapture union with a shining Heavenly 
Father this will undoubtedly be a total 
frost, but you can hardly deny that this 
sort of thinking offers a spark of hope to 
humanistic modernism.
The  funny  th ing  i s ,  desp i te  God’s 
disappearance, the second question that 
initially embarrassed modernism (How 
can one act in accordance with God’
s intentions?), now suddenly can be 
answered. The future paradise on earth, 
of course, is only achievable if everyone 
cheerfully cooperates to achieve it. In other 
words, only if you genuinely believe that 
science and the technology derived from it, 
is indeed the only, unique way to a better 
future and you act accordingly. If modern 
people allow themselves to be led in word 
and deed by a strict rationality, freed of all 
forms of metaphysical speculation, only 
then can they contribute to a better future. 
Those who are unable to do so (sadly) are 
obstacles to progress. 5 
So where is this extended monologue on 
comparative religion leading, in a paper on 
design criticism? There are two reasons for 
it. In the first place, the 20th century’s most 
influential design philosophy, functionalism, 
is seamlessly interlaced with humanist 
modernist thinking. The functionalist 
























































8-9. 灯 具 : 功 能 主 义
VS. 后现代主义
5 T h i s ,  o f  c o u r s e , 
reveals that humanist 
m o d e r n i s m i s l e s s 
t o l e r a n t  t h a n  i t s 
adhe ren t s – among 
which the present writer 
must count himself – 
would have us believe. 
F u n d a m e n t a l l y ,  i t 
c loses ranks against 
‘d iss idents ’ , jus t as 
tightly as some world 
rel igions, except that 
i n r e l i g i o u s c i r c l e s 




现 代 主 义 更 缺 乏 宽 容
性，而现代的作者肯定
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if one understands the modernist world-
view. The intimate relationship between 
functionalism and modernism is underlined 
by the fact that the term functionalism has 
never been taken on board in architecture. 
Exact ly the same design pr inciples, 
which in product design are known as 
functionalism, in architecture are called … 
modern architecture.
Secondly, the inseparability of humanistic 
modernism and functionalism provides at 
least a plausible explanation of why the 
functionalist design principles lost their 
dominance in the last quarter of the 20th 
century. For, in large part this was due 
to contemporary sniping at humanistic 
modernism. I will come back to that point 
further on.
2. The Ethical Roots of Functionalism: 
Bauhaus and the Proletariat
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i x  e x a c t l y  w h e n 
functionalism started its triumphal march. 
W ith h indsight i t  takes no effort  to 
determine that functionalist ideas were 
evident as early as the 19th century: just 
conceal a picture of Christopher Dresser’s 
claret jugs and tumblers in a series of Late 
Bauhaus icons and I can guarantee that 
only a trained historian of design will voice 
any suspicion. 6 Nevertheless, it would 
be perfectly justifiable to maintain that the 
outlines of functionalism first became clear 
in the Bauhaus. 7 Moreover, that did not 
happen immediately after its foundation in 
1919, but at the earliest after 1923, which 
is when Gropius issued his lecture ‘Kunst 
und Technik: eine neue Einheit’ (Art and 
Technology: A New Unity). This famous 
lecture was the first to locate technology 
at the centre of design, thus presenting a 
clear, immediate vision of the modernist 
world view. The institute flourished for 
only a little more than the decade, from 
1923 to 1933, before the Nazis finally 
killed it off as a corrupt breeding ground 
of Judaeo-communist-anarchist agitation. 
Nevertheless, this brief period, in what 
was indubitably one of the most chaotic 
design courses in history, brought forth 
one of the clearest, most coherent design 
philosophies, one that would come to 
dominate the entire Western world right up 
to the later years of 20th century.
This design philosophy can readily be 
summarized by starting with the ultimate 
goal to which the Bauhaus aspired. Oddly 
enough, this had nothing to do with design 
as such; it was fundamentally ethical in 
nature.. It was the view of the Bauhaus that 
all design capacity (including architecture 
as one of its highest forms) served but a 
single purpose: the spiritual elevation of 
what was referred to then, in all innocence, 
as ‘the proletariat’. The first stage on the 
path consisted of improving the material 
conditions under which the majority of the 
population lived. We may consider that 
naïve, but then we would be ignoring the 
fact that the majority of the population in 
the early 20th century commonly lived in 
utterly degrading conditions, even in a 
relatively prosperous Europe. In real terms 






























































6 Le f t : Ch r i s t ophe r 
Dresser, Jug (approx. 
1880); Right: Bauhaus 
( M a r i a n n e B r a n d t ) , 
Coffeepot (1924). 
7 (Fiedler & Feierabend 
(Eds.) 1999).
10 11
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power) in the Netherlands of the 1920s, 
certainly not a socially backward era, the 
average hourly wage was less than one 
fifth of the present level. The average life 
expectancy at birth was scarcely more 
than 50 years. Nowadays it approaches 
80 years.
In the eyes of Gropius and his disciples, 
the artist/designer (titles that were not 
differentiated in those days), had only a 
single purpose in life. He was the visionary 
guide, revealing to humanity the path to 
a better future. With unerring precision 
he knew what the workers’ paradise of 
the future looked like. It was a strictly 
rational society, dominated by technology. 
This was the essence of Gropius’ 1923 
lecture and it explains why from that time 
László Moholy Nagy, whose work was 
characterized by a total fusion of art and 
technology, came increasingly to dominate 
the Bauhaus curriculum. Technology lay at 
the root of factory-based mass production 
and it was this alone that permitted high-
quality consumer goods to be produced 
at such a cheap price that they lay within 
reach of the working class. This same 
attitude was to culminate in a stormy series 
of events in the Bauhaus after 1928, when 
the ultra-left Hannes Meyer succeeded 
Gropius as its director.
3 Design Criticism from a Functionalist 
Perspective
The core of functionalism 8 is that the 
design process is derived from a number 
of principles, that can be summarized in 
’Ten Commandments’ (See: Figure 1). 
Mechanized mass production requires a 
product designed so that standardized 
components can be assembled simply 
and easily. Functionalism translates this 
requirement into a design language based 
on elementary mathematical shapes (plane, 
cube, sphere, cone, etc.), or else organic 
forms, as in the Scandinavian variant. 
These organic forms may well have been 
the original inspiration, but they were 
radically abstracted to such a degree that 
any indication of nature’s capriciousness 
has been el iminated. Funct ional ism 
also states that the only thing that really 
matters in design is that the product is 
best suited to the job it is supposed to 
do. The problem of discovering what 
this job is, is answered by a method 



































THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF FUNCTIONALISM
1. 好的产品是基于科学研究和系统观的。 
1. Good product design is based on scientific research and scientific point-of-views.
2. 一件好的产品在其功能上是明确的和可理解的（“形式服从功能”）。 
2. A good product is clear and understandable in its functioning (“Form follows function”)
3. 一件好的产品在设计上是极简的（“奥卡姆的剃刀”）。 
3. A good product is minimalistic in its design (“Ockam’s razor”).
4. 装饰是被禁止的，因为它没有必要并且有碍于功能（阿道夫 · 卢斯，“装饰与罪恶”）。 
4. Ornaments are taboo, because: unnecessary, and so: dysfunctional (Adolf Loos, 
“Ornament and Crime”).
5. 审美经验是基于数学原则的。因此，提倡数学的或者抽象的设计（普适性的审美原则）。 
5. Aesthetical experiences are based on mathematical laws. So: mathematical or 
abstract organic ways of design! (“Universal Aesthetic Laws”) 
6. 虽然有可能无法实现，但是每种产品总会有一个“理想型”（“柏拉图式的理想主义”）。 




7. However, this ideal can be asymptotically approached in the course of time, by making 
designs based on the most recent scientific points of view and most recent technology 
(“Progress hypothesis”).
8. 本质上，人人平等，因此，好的产品对所有人都是有益的！ 
8. In essence, all men are equal, so, a good product is good for EVERYBODY!
9. 大批量生产是为大多数人提供好产品的唯一解决办法。 
9. Mass production is the only unique solution for bringing good products within reach of 
the majority of the population.
10. 设计师的任务是为那些更需要改善物质生活条件的人服务， 
因此，设计师坚决不为有钱人和贵族服务。 
10. A designer’s task is to improve the material conditions of those who most need it, so 










8 On the p r i nc ip l es 
of functional ism, see 
e.g. : (Bürdek 1991) . 
O n t h e d o m i n a n c e 
of functionalism after 
t h e S e c o n d W o r l d 
War: (Raizman 2010, 
Chapter 11). A leading 
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 
t ex tbook i n a s t r i c t 
functionalist tradition is: 
(Roozenburg & Eekels 
1995).
























































directly derived from the catechism of 
humanist modernism. Every product, from 
airplane to teaspoon, as it were, has some 
idealized, characteristic form. The product 
perfectly does the job it is supposed to 
do. Now, it may well be that this ideal 
cannot be attained given the present 
state of our technology, but the many 
technological improvements that accrue 
with time can be applied consistently to 
the design, so the ideal is approached 
ever more closely over time. The functional 
requirements that a product must fulfill 
can be set down exhaustively by research 
into the functioning of similar, existing 
products in their own user environment, 
together with the behavior and wishes of 
the various user groups. The result is a 
Program of Requirements (PoR) which has 
to be compared with the existing range of 
technological options. This in turn gives 
rise to a number of concepts, one of which 
will be selected based on how closely it 
approaches the ‘ideal’ product derived 
from the PoR.
The consequence of this strictly scientific 
interpretation of the design process is that 
the functionalist ethic is also derived from 
scientific criteria. The foundation comes 
from an ancient dogma of the theory of 
knowledge, Ockham’s razor, which has it 
that, when one has to choose between 
two theories, each of which makes exactly 
similar, equally precise predictions, one 
chooses the simpler of the two, expressed 
in terms of the number of hypotheses 
involved. If Theory A says that gravity is 
what causes apples always to fall down 
and never up, and Theory B maintains 
exactly the same, adding that gravity is 
caused by mighty aliens from another solar 
system, then Theory A is preferred. After 
all, Theory B saddles us with matters that 
we do not need to explain how apples 
behave. Moreover, they might really get 
in the way as we carry our reasoning 
further. If one translates Ockham’s razor 
into product design, then at one blow 
one has captured the functional design 
mantra: ‘Form follows function’. A product’
s functioning should be clear solely and 
exclusively from its design. Based on this 
arguments, the ten commandments of 
functionalism can be translated in four 
fundamental “Do’s and Do-Not’s for the 
designer.
1. Use your materials honestly. In other 
words, concrete must look like concrete, 
steel l ike steel.  And please, marble 
shouldn’t look like wood.
2. Aspire to the greatest simplicity of 
form and colour. In other words, build 
the product in the simplest way from 
elementary, basic shapes. Limit the range 
of colours to an absolute minimum: the 
yellow / red / blue and white / black / grey 
of De Stijl are enough.
3. Make the product’s functionality as 
transparent as possible. In other words, 
derive the product’s form directly from the 
construction underlying the functions the 
product should fulfill.
4. Let your design be guided by a strictly 
observed minimalism. In other words, 
el iminate everything from the design 
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that does not contribute to the product’
s function. Always recall that a well-
designed product can be appraised at a 
single glance. More is too much and less 
is impossible. 9 By extension (this tale 
gets monotonous), there is an absolute 
prohibition against ornamentation. At 
best it does nothing to contribute to the 
obviousness of the function; at worst it 
distracts one’s attention from it. So away 
with it, with a single swipe of Ockham’s 
razor! 
The scientific-technological foundation 
of functionalism also dictates the dogma 
of universality. In the modernist’s view, 
rationality is a generally applicable principle 
in the theory of knowledge. Of course, 
some ethnic groups (at that time – without 
a trace of embarrassment - called ‘primitive 
tribes’, such as Pygmees) don’t seem to 
hold much truck with rationality as the 
ultimate source of our knowledge of the 
world, but that’s only a matter of time. Just 
let progress exert its beneficent influence 
and before you know it, every Pygmee 
will be every bit as rational as an MIT 
professor. In functionalism this translates 
into a firm conviction that well-designed 
products are universally well-functioning 
products, independently of the context 
within which they are used. It is this idea 
that explains why functionalism is as blind 
as a bat when it comes to cultural and 
ethnic differences in the way products are 
used and valued; they are simply not taken 
into account in the design process. This 
was the design philosophy that was bred 
in the Bauhaus in the 1920s, reaching 
maturity in the successor to the Bauhaus, 
the exalted Hochschule für Gestaltung in 
Ulm. 
However, during the 1970s functionalism 
lost i ts dominant posit ion, the most 
important reason being that the belief 
in modern large scale technology – 
and therefore: humanist modernism, 
- came under attack for a number of 
reasons. The inextricable linkage between 
functionalism and humanistic modernism 
in fact implied that functionalism could 
not remain untouched when modernism 
ultimately came under fire late in the late 
20th century. The end of functionalism 
brought with it a crisis in product design, 
sparked off by a critical design  movement 
that  operated under  the banner  of 
postmodernism. In the next section, I will 
try to elucidate when, and why, modernism 
suddenly became old fashioned.
* * * * *
J.W. Drukker




学 者 布 鲁 诺 · 尼 纳 贝
尔 · 凡 · 伊本。
9 This var iant on the 
f u n c t i o n a l i s t c re e d 
c o m e s f r o m D u t c h 
designer and professor 
at Del f t Universi ty of 
Te c h n o l o g y, B r u n o 
Ninaber van Eyben.
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